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Section 1：Introduction
　　Given the aging of Japanese society, lifelong 
learning support is a significant educational is-
sue. The government adopted the Third Basic 
Plan for the Promotion of Education by cabinet 
decision in June 2018.（1） This comprehensive 
five-year educational plan, covering 2018-2022 
promotes lifelong learning in the era of the 100-
year life, and the societal role of the kominkan 
（community learning centres in Japan） is likely 
to increase in importance for both lifelong learn-
ing support and community development. 
　　In March 2018 I had the opportunity to vis-
it the Idea Store Canary Wharf, which was es-
tablished by the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets in 2006. The core services of the Idea 
Store are its library and the provision of oppor-
tunities for learning and to gain information; the 
store has been watched with great interest by 
observers from all over the world. Although 
many researchers have shown interest in the 
project, little work has been done to explore the 
specific case of Canary Wharf.（2） This short arti-
cle focuses on the actual physical situation of 
the Idea Store, which was opened in the heart 
of one of the leading business districts in the 
world, Canary Wharf. There is a resemblance 
between the Idea Store and the kominkan as 
community learning centres, and this article 
searches for clues to allow the reconsideration 
of the possibilities of the kominkan from an in-
ternational and contemporary point of view. 
　　Section 2 explains the local characteristics 
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growing wealth gap is a definite feature of the 
district. The borough’s lifelong learning support 
for non-participants facing difficulties can be 
thought of as the key to rectify this inequality 
locally.
2.2　Overview of the Idea Store
　　The origin of the Idea Store Strategy dates 
to the end of the 20th century. As the socially 
disadvantaged encountered the harsh realities 
of life, their desire to learn was dulled by their 
deprivation. The borough therefore conducted 
an investigation into the cause and context, and 
developed a concept of new community learning 
centres. When the term ‘library’ was mentioned, 
the first thing that came to mind for the socially 
disadvantaged was formality, and it was neces-
sary to conquer this psycho-social barrier if a 
learning centre was to be effective. Much 
thought went into devising the name for centre, 
re-branding the concept of the library with a 
whole new image. ‘Idea’ was included in all lan-
guages of the world and ‘store’ was both com-
mon and general, so the borough named the 
centre the ‘Idea Store’. The borough outlined 
the role for the Idea Stores as follows:
The Idea Stores will be the first place that 
people will go to for information about any as-
pect of their lives and to gain new skills. They 
will offer library and lifelong learning facilities 
in an integrated and attractive way. They will 
become a focus for the local community, a 
place where people can come for a coffee, to 
meet friends, to take a break from shopping 
and to enjoy the many facilities. They will be 
designed to be attractive to look at and pleas-
ant to be in, using the best of modern archi-
tectural and graphic design. They will incor-
porate the best ideas from other councils and 
education bodies as well as the retail and lei-
sure industry. They will also maintain the 
best traditions of the library movement and 
education sector.（8） 
of Tower Hamlets and outlines the features of 
the Idea Store. After explaining the neighbour-
hood and facilities, the actual centre for lifelong 
learning support is analysed using the tran-
scripts of interviews with the staff in section 3. 
The final section offers some suggestions for the 
future of the kominkan based on the model of 
the Idea Store.
Section 2：What is the Idea Store?
2.1　The features of Tower Hamlets
　　Tower Hamlets is a London borough on the 
east side of the City and north of the River 
Thames. It was created in 1965 when the for-
mer Metropolitan Boroughs of Bethnal Green, 
Poplar and Stepney were amalgamated.（3） The 
borough’s population reached 308,000 in June 
2017 and has doubled over the past 30 years, 
making Tower Hamlets the fastest growing lo-
cal authority in the UK, as well as the second 
most densely populated. More than two-thirds 
of residents belong to minority ethnic groups, 
and Bangladeshi residents are the largest single 
ethnic group, making up 32 per cent of the pop-
ulation.（4）
　　Inequities within the labour market persist, 
and ethnic minority residents continue to face a 
higher risk of unemployment. Part-time work is 
prevalent within the Bangladeshi population.（5） 
The borough is the tenth most deprived local 
authority in England, in terms of its average 
deprivation score. Half of all residents aged 60 
and over are living below the poverty line, 
which is more than three times the rate nation-
ally, while 31 per cent of children live in families 
below the poverty line, almost double the rate 
nationally.（6） Worse still, the incidence of long-
term mental health problems is 6.4 per cent in 
the borough, compared with 5.7 per cent nation-
ally. There is also a higher prevalence of risky 
behavioural factors, such as drug and alcohol 
abuse and smoking.（7）
　　Much of the borough still experiences high 
levels of deprivation, despite the international 
economic development of Canary Wharf, and a 
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Section 3：Idea Store Canary Wharf
3.1　Neighbourhood and facilities
　　Canary Wharf is part of the Docklands area 
in East London, where there are many office 
buildings. The West India Dock, which cut 
across the north end of the Isle of Dogs, opened 
in 1802. A two-storey warehouse was built on 
the south quay of the Dock in 1937 and used to 
store fruit imported from the Canary Islands, 
leading to the name Canary Wharf. During the 
second half of the 20th century, the port facili-
ties became less important, and the West India 
Dock closed in 1980, after which the London 
Docklands Development Cooperation created an 
Enterprise Zone on the Isle of Dogs. The Dock-
lands Light Railway and the London City Air-
port started operating in 1987, and the Jubilee 
Line opened in 1999, which made the district 
more easily accessible from local districts and 
central London.（10） As a result of this redevelop-
ment, Canary Wharf re-emerged as an interna-
tional business centre catering to multinational 
businesses and standing on the same level as 
the city of London.
　　In 2006, the Idea Store Canary Wharf 
opened in one corner of a shopping mall under a 
high-rise building containing the head office of a 
major bank. Leased from the Canary Wharf 
Group, the retail model entrance and refined in-
terior design matches the atmosphere of the 
neighbourhood. It is a lively place close to a 
leading supermarket and a famous café in the 
western part of Canary Wharf, where there is a 
plenty of foot traffic from both local residents 
and business people. It is currently the smallest 
Idea Store, occupying 940 m2 and containing 
about 30,000 items. It is equipped with the 
standard facilities of a community learning cen-
tre, including an adult library, a children’s li-
brary, four learning labs （classrooms）, 39-termi-
nal internet access point, a collection of DVDs 
and CDs, newspapers and magazines, study 
space and other facilities. In the following sec-
tions I will examine this lifelong learning sup-
The borough’s investigation clarified that ‘people 
want to have these facilities located in places 
that increase their opportunity to fit it in with 
modern day life patterns and time pressures. 
They need to be located where street life and 
activity is today’.（9） Following this strategy, sev-
en Idea Stores─situated in convenient loca-
tions─could be open seven days a week. 
　　The prototype Idea Store Bow opened in 
2002 to pilot the project. The second and third 
Idea Stores, at Chrisp Street and Whitechapel, 
respectively, were purpose-built and designed 
by David Adjaye. The fourth Idea Store, at Ca-
nary Wharf, opened in 2006, and the borough 
opened a fifth site, Idea Store Watney Market, 
in 2013. Two more Idea Stores are slated to be 
built. 
　　The borough also runs the Tower Hamlets 
Local History Library and Archives in a build-
ing dating to 1860, and holds books, pamphlets 
and other extensive collections from the 17th 
century to the present day covering the area in-
cluded in the former Metropolitan Boroughs of 
Bethnal Green, Poplar and Stepney. Researchers 
interested in the history of London’s East End 
visit the library from all over of the world, and 
local residents can appreciate the works of art 
by artists closely connected with the district in 
the gallery on the ground floor. It is important 
not to overlook the coexistence between the 
modern Idea Store concept for innovative life-
long learning support and the significance of lo-
cal archives with cultural heritage collections.
　　While the core services, namely the library 
collection, learning support and information, are 
shared by all Idea Stores, and people can visit 
whichever location they want, all Idea Stores 
are intended for use by locals within their re-
spective catchment zones. The next section fo-
cuses on the Idea Store Canary Wharf, where I 
had the opportunity to gather data on the ser-
vice, with particular attention to the impact the 
local international business centre has on life-
long learning support. 
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don Library Consortium, whose members can 
access a shared catalogue and borrow or return 
any of the over 6 million books and items at 150 
libraries across London. This is of great benefit 
to the commuters in Canary Wharf. 
　　The second category is the provision of for-
mal learning courses. There were over 900 
learning courses held at the Idea Store in 2017-
2018.（14） Although the courses were extremely 
diverse, Idea Store Canary Wharf focused on 
project management, foreign languages and cre-
ative writing. Foreign language instruction for 
both work and leisure included French, German, 
Italian, Russian and Spanish. Creative writing 
aimed to enhance people’s creative powers 
through story writing. For all of the courses, a 
special tutor supports learners at the learning 
lab furnished with a projector and other useful 
equipment; most courses were generally held on 
weekday nights. Participants were not limited 
to business people, as many learners stopped in 
at the course on their way home from work.（15）
　　The third feature of the Idea Store Canary 
Wharf is the practical use of four learning labs. 
Learning labs are available for hire to take full 
advantage of the favourable location. A partition 
between two of the labs can be removed to se-
cure a bigger room. Outside organisations hire 
these spaces to hold meetings, trainings and a 
variety of informal events. Although these are 
study spaces, the learning labs are open to the 
public except at times when the rooms are oc-
cupied by a learning course, activity and or 
have been hired. Cold food and drinks are per-
mitted in the rooms, and visitors can comforta-
bly do whatever kind of learning they wish. The 
three main objectives of the Idea Store support 
busy workers in the area in their efforts to 
broaden their learning and enjoy humane pur-
suits during their spare time or after working 
hours.
3.3　Lifelong learning support for local residents 
　　Because Canary wharf is an international 
business district, the unemployment rate （5.4 
port centre based on interviews with the staff.
3.2　 Lifelong learning support for business 
people
　　At the time of the 2011 census, the popula-
tion for the ward of Canary Wharf in Tower 
Hamlets was 12,500, and the three largest ethnic 
groups were White British （29 per cent）, White 
Other （20 per cent） and Bangladeshi （15 per 
cent）. The representation of Bangladeshis in the 
ward is almost half the borough average. The 
ward of Canary Wharf has a very high employ-
ment rate （69 per cent） compared to Tower 
Hamlets （57 per cent） and London （62 per 
cent）, and it also has one of the highest propor-
tions of residents who are of working age （16-64 
year olds）.（11） Commuting is a key feature of the 
ward, as many residents commute into London, 
while 103,500 people commute to jobs in Canary 
Wharf: 44 per cent from inner London, 30 per 
cent from outer London and 26 per cent from 
outside London.（12） The Idea Store Canary 
Wharf therefore differs from the other Idea 
Stores in targeting the many business people 
who live and work in separate places.（13） The 
Idea Store Canary Wharf is open from 9 am to 9 
pm, Monday to Thursday, 9 am-6 pm Friday, 9 
am-5 pm Saturday and 10 am-4 pm Sunday. 
This allows people to use the centre at any time 
that is convenient. Lifelong learning support for 
business people is divided broadly into three 
categories. 
　　The first is the typical library practice of 
lending books and other items. The Idea Store 
houses about 30,000 books and other items, 
mainly for residents and workers. The book-
shelves are curved, designed to avoid a sense of 
oppression, and there are several corners con-
taining recommended books with users’ original 
comments. The Idea Store helps users who 
share the same interests or background to learn 
from each other and gain more access to good 
books. Business people coming from throughout 
London and its environs at the beginning of 
week and lunch hour make good use of the Lon-
─ 73 ─
Expanding Community Learning Centres in London, 
a Global City: Oasis within the International Business District 73
ough notes that this event will be helpful be-
cause ‘young children who are read to every 
day get on better and do well, in a wide range 
of subjects, when they get to school’.（18） Because 
the purpose of these sessions is the children’s 
future success, these sessions are practically 
child-rearing salons. Reading Aloud for children 
up to 11 occurs Monday to Friday at 3:30 pm af-
ter the children are done with school for the 
day. The Idea Store staff support children in 
choosing books and give the children strategies 
for comparing and contrasting books. The cen-
tre, as a source of education outside school and 
the home, helps all the local children enjoy read-
ing for their happiness in life.
　　When the staff supports local people’s infor-
mal learning through, for example, club activi-
ties and devise an environment for individuals 
to actively learning, the need sometimes arises 
for them to pursue work not limited to books or 
IT. One staff member told me that she has 
much work that has to be done every day, but 
that she obtains a great sense of achievement 
when supporting people with difficult needs.（19） 
The staff makes the utmost use of the facilities 
and services for people to develop their gifts at 
the community base. The Idea Store Canary 
Wharf serves as an oasis within the global city.
Section 4：Conclusion
　　In this paper I considered the characteris-
tics of lifelong learning support at the Idea Store 
Canary Wharf. It provides flexible lifelong learn-
ing support for business people and local resi-
dents grounded on the learner’s qualities and 
the realities of their urban lives. As a compara-
tive study, the differences between a communi-
ty-learning centre in London and the kominkan 
in Japan should be noted, because the former 
traces its history back through worker educa-
tion and evening schools, while the latter is 
grounded in the tradition of community devel-
opment. However the case study of the Idea 
Store Canary Wharf, which achieves a magnifi-
cent result in a complicated district where 
per cent） is below the average for Tower Ham-
lets （6.7 per cent）, although it is above that for 
London （5.2 per cent） and England （4.4 per 
cent） as a whole.（16） T. Travers points out, re-
garding the development of the Docklands that 
‘despite the spectacular economic turnaround, 
life chances for the local population in this part 
of Tower Hamlets changed far less than might 
have been expected. There have been signifi-
cant improvements to the quality of social hous-
ing and the public realm on the Isle of Dogs, but 
the people who live there have only partially 
benefited from the gleaming towers nearby’.（17） 
Lifelong learning support should be considered 
in relation to the socially disadvantaged, and the 
two primary supports for local residents de-
serve greater attention.
　　The first support targeting local residents 
is the enriched adult basic education essential 
for social life. The Idea Store Canary Wharf pro-
vides formal learning courses in English for 
Speakers of Other Languages （ESOL）, as do the 
other Idea Stores. Before local residents join any 
of the ESOL classes, however, they must attend 
an initial assessment. Because the ESOL classes 
are systematic from pre-entry ESOL, IT for 
ESOL, to employment, local people can join in 
accordance with their goals, abilities and cir-
cumstances. The Idea Store also helps local resi-
dents to study English in the Idea Store Conver-
sation Club at 2 pm every Monday. The staff 
generously takes charge of the activities in the 
learning lab, and local people come because they 
have heard about it. Learning based on close 
friendship is an effective method to master Eng-
lish, as well as in other learning courses.
　　The second support targeting local resi-
dents is the facilitation of informal learning for 
children. The Idea Store considers children one 
of its main targets. Despite its small size, the 
Idea Store Canary Wharf has a children’s li-
brary and offers many children’s programmes, 
including Story Time （when staff read to babies 
and children up to 5 years of age）, which is held 
daily, Monday to Saturday at 10:30 am. The bor-
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wealth and poverty are neighbours, is instruc-
tive. 
　　Although the impact of Brexit on the ser-
vices offered by the Idea Store Canary Wharf 
should be studied further,（20） it is critical that 
the kominkan, with an eye to the recent de-
crease and imbalance of users, should target 
youth and adults who are at a crossroads in 
their lives and who have never been to the 
kominkan before. This article makes a contribu-
tion to the study of the kominkan by observing 
how lifelong learning support could be boldly 
and carefully redesigned from the viewpoint of 
the local community in a complicated district.
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